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Abstract 

This article explores the deeply interconnected themes of haunted narratives, memory, and grief in Paul Auster’s 

The Invention of Solitude and The New York Trilogy. Rather than treating absence and loss as purely emotional 

experiences, it examines how they function as structural forces that shape both identity and narrative form. 

Auster’s works suggest that what is missing is often as influential as what is present, and that absence actively 

organizes the way stories are told and selves are understood. Through close analysis, this study reveals how 

memory in Auster’s writing is neither stable nor reliable, but instead fragmented, mediated, and constantly 

reshaped through the act of recollection. Writing, in this context, becomes a ritualistic response to loss—a way of 

engaging with absence while also acknowledging that it cannot be fully recovered. By exploring the spectral 

dimensions of identity, the relationship between personal and existential grief, and the urban environments that 

frame these narratives, the article demonstrates how Auster constructs a literary world where presence and 

disappearance continuously overlap. Ultimately, it argues that Auster’s haunted narratives resist closure, refusing 

the idea that grief can be resolved. Instead, they suggest that grief is something to be lived with—an ongoing 

condition that reshapes identity, memory, and the very act of storytelling. 
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Introduction: 

Paul Auster’s writing is filled with absences that refuse to remain silent. His narratives are shaped by what is no 

longer there—by vanished figures, incomplete memories, and emotional spaces that cannot be fully articulated. 

What emerges is not simply a representation of loss, but a sustained engagement with the lingering presence of 

what is missing. In both The Invention of Solitude and The New York Trilogy, haunting does not take the form of 

the supernatural; rather, it becomes an emotional and existential condition embedded in everyday life. The living 

coexist with the absent, identities are shaped by what cannot be recovered, and grief becomes less a phase to 

overcome than a structure through which experience is organized. 

These works suggest that memory itself is inseparable from haunting. To remember is not merely to recall the 

past, but to re-encounter it in altered and unstable forms. Writing, therefore, becomes an attempt—often 

incomplete and uncertain—to give shape to what resists permanence. It is both an act of preservation and an 

acknowledgment of loss. 

In The Invention of Solitude, this haunting begins with the death of Auster’s father. The first section, “Portrait of 

an Invisible Man,” reads as a deeply personal effort to reconstruct a figure who was, even in life, difficult to grasp. 
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The father is remembered as someone physically present yet emotionally distant, a man who seemed to exist 

behind an invisible barrier. His death does not simply create absence; it intensifies a distance that was already 

there. The absence feels familiar, yet more absolute. The realization that he has left behind very little—no clear 

emotional record, no definitive account of his inner life—transforms grief into a kind of search. 

“He had once been a father, a husband. But both his wife and his son were dead now, and in the years since their 

deaths he had come to feel that he was no longer living his own life, but merely a kind of afterlife, a posthumous 

existence in which everything he did was a reminder of what had been lost.”(Auster,City of Glass 10) 

Writing becomes an act of excavation, a process of piecing together fragments—objects, rooms, photographs—

in an attempt to create coherence. Yet this process never fully succeeds. Instead of resolving absence, it sharpens 

it, making the gaps more visible. The act of remembering becomes inseparable from the recognition of what 

cannot be remembered. 

The second section, “The Book of Memory,” shifts inward, turning the focus toward the narrator’s own 

consciousness. The use of third-person narration introduces a sense of distance, as though the self is being 

observed from the outside. This stylistic choice reflects the disorienting effects of grief, where the individual 

becomes estranged from their own experience. The self is both subject and object, both the one who feels and the 

one who observes. 

Memory, in this context, operates in contradictory ways. It preserves moments, yet alters them; it offers continuity, 

yet exposes fragmentation. It becomes both a refuge and a source of instability. Writing emerges as a ritual—an 

ongoing attempt to hold onto what has been lost, even while recognizing that language can never fully contain it. 

“It was not a matter of remembering. It was something else, something that took hold of him physically, as though 

the past were pressing in on him from all sides, demanding to be lived again, even though he knew there was 

nothing he could do to change it.”(Auster,City of Glass 18) 

In The New York Trilogy, the theme of haunting takes on a more abstract but equally powerful form. The three 

novellas—City of Glass, Ghosts, and The Locked Room—adopt the structure of detective fiction, only to dismantle 

it from within. The mysteries they present are not meant to be solved; instead, they reveal the impossibility of 

resolution. Disappearance replaces discovery, and uncertainty replaces clarity. 

In City of Glass, Daniel Quinn is drawn into an investigation that gradually erodes his sense of identity. What 

begins as a mistaken phone call turns into a process of self-loss, as Quinn becomes increasingly absorbed by the 

role he inhabits. The distinction between writer, detective, and subject dissolves, leaving him suspended in a state 

of uncertainty. His identity becomes as unstable as the narrative he attempts to control. 

In Ghosts, the act of surveillance becomes a form of haunting. Blue’s task of observing Black gradually transforms 

into a confrontation with his own emptiness. The longer he watches, the less certain he becomes of his own 

identity. The boundary between observer and observed collapses, turning surveillance into a mirror rather than a 

window. 

“It seems to Blue that he is no longer watching Black, but that Black is watching him. Or else that he is watching 

himself, as though his own life had become no more than the shadow of another life, something that exists only 

in order to be looked at, as though he himself were no longer there.”(Auster,Ghosts 172) 

The Locked Room presents perhaps the most direct exploration of substitution and self-erasure. The narrator steps 

into the life of his missing friend, assuming his roles and responsibilities. Yet this act of replacement does not 

create continuity; instead, it highlights the impossibility of fully inhabiting another’s life. Identity becomes porous, 

unstable, and ultimately incomplete. 
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“I had stepped into the museum of my own past, and everything I found there was at once familiar and strange. 

Each object, each memory, seemed to exist both as itself and as a sign of something else, something that had 

vanished but continued to exert its power over me.”(Auster,The Locked Room 251) 

Across these narratives, haunting is not represented through ghosts in a literal sense, but through absences that 

occupy mental and narrative space. Identity is shaped as much by what is missing as by what is present. The city 

itself becomes a labyrinth where presence is fragile and disappearance is always possible. 

Although The Invention of Solitude is grounded in personal loss and The New York Trilogy in fictional narratives, 

they share a common structure. In both, absence functions as a central organizing force. The missing father and 

the missing figures of the Trilogy operate in similar ways, shaping the actions and perceptions of those who 

remain. Writing and investigation become parallel acts—both attempts to engage with what cannot be fully 

recovered. 

This ongoing engagement with absence leads to a blurring of roles. The observer becomes the participant, the 

narrator becomes the subject, and the self becomes divided. Memory collapses distinctions between past and 

present, self and other. The individual exists simultaneously as the one who remembers and the one who is 

remembered. 

“One day there is life… and then, suddenly, it happens there is death. The world stops. It does not matter what 

day it is, what year it is. From that moment on, everything is measured by the fact that he is no longer 

there.”(Auster, Portrait of an Invisible Man 7) 

Auster’s use of space further intensifies this effect. The city in the Trilogy and the house in The Invention of 

Solitude function as physical representations of memory. They are spaces filled with traces, where absence 

becomes palpable. Rooms, streets, and objects all carry the weight of what is no longer there, turning physical 

environments into extensions of psychological states. 

The act of storytelling itself becomes haunted. Every narrative is shaped not only by what it includes but also by 

what it cannot capture. In The Invention of Solitude, the narrator recognizes the limits of representation, 

acknowledging that his father can never be fully known through writing. In the Trilogy, the unresolved 

disappearances reinforce this idea, suggesting that absence cannot be neatly explained or contained. 

“The rooms are full of him, and yet there is nothing there. Each object seems to speak of him, and yet he himself 

is nowhere to be found. It is as though he had vanished into the things he left behind.” (Auster, Portrait of an 

Invisible Man 65) 

Both works ultimately present grief as an ongoing condition rather than a problem to be solved. The persistence 

of absence becomes part of lived experience, shaping how individuals see themselves and the world around them. 

Memory does not restore what is lost; it transforms it into something that continues to exist in altered form. 

The persistent interplay between absence and presence in Auster’s work finds one of its most striking expressions 

in the way he uses objects as repositories of memory. In The Invention of Solitude, the narrator lingers over the 

items left behind by his father — a desk, an overcoat, a wallet — not because they reveal secrets, but because they 

refuse to speak. As he observes, “Each object seemed to be aware of its owner’s absence, and in that absence, they 

seemed to become more themselves.” This paradox, where loss intensifies the vividness of what remains, lies at 

the core of Auster’s meditation on grief. 

Such moments reveal how material objects become charged with emotional and symbolic meaning in the wake of 

loss. An empty coat does not simply exist as an object; it becomes a trace of presence, a reminder of what once 

was. Auster captures this with subtle precision: “I could almost see him there, his shape still holding in the folds.” 
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The image is both intimate and unsettling, suggesting that memory operates through partial reconstructions rather 

than complete recoveries. 

In The New York Trilogy, this dynamic extends to the urban environment. The city becomes a repository of traces, 

where absence leaves behind patterns rather than clear meanings. In City of Glass, Quinn’s observation that “Every 

street sign was like a clue, but the more I read them, the less they seemed to mean” reflects the instability of 

interpretation itself. Meaning is not discovered but continually deferred. 

The relationship between watching and writing further complicates this process. In Ghosts, Blue’s surveillance 

gradually turns inward: “As time goes on, he begins to see himself in the other man.” This doubling reflects the 

porous boundaries of identity, where the self becomes entangled with the other. The haunting lies not in an external 

presence but in the realization that identity itself is unstable. 

In The Locked Room, substitution becomes a form of erasure. The narrator’s act of stepping into Fanshawe’s life 

reveals the limits of identification. “Each time I wrote his name, it seemed to lose meaning,” he observes, 

highlighting how repetition can empty language of its significance. Writing becomes both an act of preservation 

and a confirmation of loss. 

Across both works, writing emerges as a paradox. It attempts to preserve memory, yet also reveals the 

impossibility of doing so fully. In The Invention of Solitude, Auster acknowledges this limitation: “No matter how 

much I write, it will never be enough.” The statement reflects the fundamental tension at the heart of his work—

the desire to hold onto what is gone, and the recognition that it cannot be fully recovered. 

At the same time, Auster’s use of space adds to this sense of uncertainty. The city is not just a background but 

something that actively shapes how the characters think and feel. Streets, rooms, and buildings don’t offer comfort 

or stability; instead, they feel repetitive and disorienting. Moving through the city doesn’t lead to clear answers 

but often leads to more confusion, as if the space itself refuses to be fully understood. In this way, the outer world 

begins to reflect the inner state of the characters, turning the city into a kind of extension of their isolation. 

This sense of instability also affects how time is experienced in Auster’s work. Events don’t move forward in a 

clear or satisfying way. Instead, days seem to repeat, slow down, or lose direction altogether. Characters often feel 

stuck, as if they are moving without really getting anywhere. The past keeps returning in unexpected ways, while 

the future feels uncertain and out of reach. This makes their experiences feel even more disconnected, reinforcing 

the idea that life cannot always be neatly understood or resolved. 

At a deeper level, Auster seems to suggest that the constant search for meaning can itself become unsettling. His 

characters try to read signs, follow patterns, and make sense of everything around them, but these efforts rarely 

bring clarity. Instead, the more they search, the more uncertain things become. Meaning is not completely absent, 

but it is never fixed—it appears in brief moments and then slips away again. This creates a quiet tension between 

the need to understand and the realization that full understanding may never come. 

Taken together, these elements show the emotional depth of Auster’s writing. His works don’t just present 

alienation and loss; they explore how people continue to live within those feelings. Even when answers are 

unclear, the act of searching—through walking, observing, or writing—still matters. In this sense, there is a kind 

of quiet resilience in his characters. They keep going, even without certainty, continuing to look for meaning in a 

world that doesn’t always provide it. 

Silence, too, plays a crucial role in this process. It is not simply the absence of speech but a meaningful presence 

in itself. As the narrator reflects, “The space between words is where the truth hides.” This idea suggests that what 

cannot be said is often as important as what can be expressed. 
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Even self-reflection becomes a form of estrangement. In “The Book of Memory,” the narrator observes himself 

from a distance: “He sat alone in the room, watching the light move across the floor.” This separation reflects the 

disorienting effects of grief, where the self becomes unfamiliar. Similarly, the characters in the Trilogy find 

themselves caught in processes of self-division, where identity is fragmented and unstable. 

“Nothing is ever finished. Memory begins where life ends, and it goes on, repeating itself, circling back, refusing 

to be contained by time.”(Auster, Book of Memory 132) 

 

Conclusion: 

By placing grief and memory at the center of his narratives, Paul Auster shows that haunting is not just a literary 

idea but something deeply tied to human experience. In works like The New York Trilogy and The Invention of 

Solitude, the “ghosts” that appear are not supernatural beings but quiet, lingering traces—found in objects, in 

language, and in the ways people understand themselves. These traces come back through memory, through small 

details, and through what is no longer there. They stay not because they cannot be resolved, but because they are 

part of how people make sense of their lives and their past. In this way, the past never fully disappears; it continues 

to exist in subtle but powerful ways. 

Rather than offering clear closure, Auster’s writing accepts incompleteness as something natural. His works 

suggest that grief does not simply end or fade away but changes over time, becoming part of everyday life. Loss 

is not something that can be neatly left behind—it stays, though in different forms, appearing in quiet moments, 

in memories, and in unexpected thoughts. Grief, then, is not an ending but an ongoing presence, something that 

continues to shape how a person feels and sees the world. 

At the same time, Auster treats memory as something fluid rather than fixed. It is not a perfect record of the past 

but something that shifts, fades, and rearranges itself. Because of this, the line between past and present often 

becomes unclear, just as the boundary between self and others begins to blur. Remembering becomes both a way 

of holding on and a reminder of what has been lost. There is always a gap between what is remembered and what 

actually was, and it is within this gap that much of Auster’s emotional depth lies. 

In the end, his writing suggests that identity itself is shaped by these experiences of memory and loss. The self is 

not something stable or complete, but something that is always changing, influenced by what we remember and 

what we have lost. By focusing on this, Auster offers a quiet but powerful reflection on human life—one where 

the past continues to live within the present, and where meaning is something we are always trying to understand, 

even if we never fully can. 
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